Survival through Laughter: A Fun Gongfu: The Story of the Deer and the Cauldron by Ma, H
This is a repository copy of Survival through Laughter: A Fun Gongfu: The Story of the 
Deer and the Cauldron.
White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/137875/
Version: Accepted Version
Book Section:
Ma, H (2016) Survival through Laughter: A Fun Gongfu: The Story of the Deer and the 
Cauldron. In: Ruru, L, (ed.) Staging China: New Theatres in the Twenty-First Century. 
Chinese Literature and Culture in the World . Palgrave Macmillan , Basingstoke, 
Hampshire, UK , pp. 141-158. ISBN 978-1-137-56747-5 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9781137529442
Selection and editorial content © Li Ruru 2016. Individual chapters © their respective 
contributors 2016. This is an author produced version of a paper published in Staging 
China: New Theatres in the Twenty-First Century. Uploaded in accordance with the 
publisher's self-archiving policy.
eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/
Reuse 
Items deposited in White Rose Research Online are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved unless 
indicated otherwise. They may be downloaded and/or printed for private study, or other acts as permitted by 
national copyright laws. The publisher or other rights holders may allow further reproduction and re-use of 
the full text version. This is indicated by the licence information on the White Rose Research Online record 
for the item. 
Takedown 
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by 
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request. 
Chapter Seven-1 
 
Chapter 7 
Survival through Laughter-- 
A Fun Gongfu: The Story of the Deer and the Cauldron  
 
Ma Haili  
 
The Story of the Deer and the Cauldron (Lu ding ji, 2009; Deer and Cauldron 
hereafter), set in the early Qing dynasty, is a theatrical adaptation of a gongfu (or 
³.XQJ)X´VWRU\,WIRFXVHVRQDVLPSOHFRQFHSWIXQhaowanr). We will illustrate the 
point through an example from scene 3. The teenage Kangxi Emperor believes he is 
already an effective ruler and has decided secretly to eliminate Oboi, one of the four 
UHJHQWVQRPLQDWHGE\.DQJ[L¶VIDWKHUEHFDXVHWKLVPRVWSRZHUIXOFRPPDQGHUDQG
FRXUWLHUKDVLJQRUHGLPSHULDODXWKRULW\DQGFKDOOHQJHGWKHHPSHURU¶VGHFLVLRQV7KH
protagonist of the story, Wei Xiaobao, is helping the Kangxi Emperor to fulfill the task 
and, in scene 3, Xiaobao and Kangxi fight against Oboi. Throughout the fighting 
there are no real gongfu movements but, instead, highly choreographed mime and 
puppetry. The three actors--Xiaobao, Kangxi, and Oboi--wear brightly-colored tops to 
their costumes, with black trousers to hide their legs against the black backdrop. 
Standing behind each actor is a puppeteer, covered in black, who manipulates a 
fake brightly-FRORUHGORZHUWRUVRWRFRUUHVSRQGZLWKWKHDFWRU¶VRVWHQVLEOHDFWLRQV
kicking; jumping; or flying.  
The critical moment comes when Oboi throws a knife at the Kangxi Emperor, 
each standing at opposite sides of the stage. The knife, spinning in midair, is 
managed by a puppeteer who is dressed in black so as not to be visible. The 
puppeteer spins the knife on the end of a bamboo stick, moving slowly across the 
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VWDJHIURP2ERLWRZDUGV.DQJ[L0HDQZKLOH;LDREDR³IOLHV´WKURXJKWKHDLU³WKURZV´
KLPVHOILQIURQWRIWKH(PSHURUWRSURWHFWKLP;LDREDR¶V³IO\LQJ´PRWLRQLVSHUIRUPHG
by the actor ZDONLQJZKLOVWDSXSSHWHHUPDQHXYHUVKLV³OHJV´LQWKHDLU7KHNQLIHKLWV
;LDREDR¶VKHDUWDQG;LDREDRFROODSVHV7KH.DQJ[L(PSHURUJULHYHV6XGGHQO\
Xiaobao rises up, fumbles within his left chest inner pocket and takes out a flat piece 
of stone, which his gongfu PDVWHU&KHQ-LQQDQKDVJLYHQWRKLPDVD³OLIHSURWHFWRU´
The audience laughs. Deer and Cauldron is a well-made gongfu farce.  
 
Laughing Gongfu 
Gongfu stories have long been a popular genre in China and throughout the world. 
Today, very few people have not heard of Bruce Lee or Jackie Chan, or have not 
watched Enter the Dragon; Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon; or House of Flying 
Daggers. Audiences are mesmerized by the skills displayed in the fighting scenes, 
produced using modern technology with wires and computer-generated imagery. 
7KHKLJKO\FKRUHRJUDSKHGPRYHPHQWVZLWKLQWKHVFHQHVSUHVHQWWKHHIIHFWVRI³IO\LQJ
LQWKHVN\´DQG³VNLPPLQJDFURVVWKHZDWHU´7KHZRUOGRIgongfu has long served as 
an alternative folk tradition promising justice for the masses. The essence of gongfu 
delivers high discipline, both physical and moral: the gongfu masters obtain artistic 
perfection through strict physical discipline and arduous training; heroes and 
heroines are recipients of spiritual enlightenment with preeminent moral integrity and 
humanity. This is the general rule of the conventional gongfu stories. In this paper, 
however, we will explore a different kind of gongfu story, but one with no less 
popularity.  
Deer and Cauldron was originally a novel by Jin Yong, one of the most popular 
contemporary Hong Kong gongfu story writers in the late 1960s, and was his last 
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piece of work. The story is set against the historical background of the early Qing 
Dynasty (1644-1911), when secret societies were rife and eager to overthrow the 
newly-established Manchu government in order to revive the Han Chinese ruler of 
the Ming Dynasty (1368-1644). The protagonist Wei Xiaobao is portrayed as an 
illiterate gambler, hooligan and womanizer, with no gongfu skills, who survives 
through wit, cunning and sheer good luck. Yet he gains status, financial fortune, and 
love.  
The storyline of the novel is as follows. Born in a Yangzhou brothel, Xiaobao 
accidentally saves the life of Chen Jinnan, the gongfu master and leader of one of 
the anti-Qing secret organizations: The Heaven and Earth Society. Xiaobao is 
subsequently made the branch head and sent to the Forbidden City by Chen on a 
mission to assassinate the Emperor. Disguised as a eunuch, Xiaobao bumps into the 
teenage Kangxi Emperor without knowing his true identity. The two develop an 
unlikely brotherly friendship. By chance, Xiaobao discovers and subsequently 
UHVROYHVWKH.DQJ[L(PSHURU¶VVHFUHWVZKLFKKDYHEHHQGHHSO\KLGGHQDQGDUH
intertwined with the underground gongfu societies. Through cunning and luck, 
Xiaobao fulfills a series of critical tasks, including killing the bullying regent Oboi; 
capturing the rebellious general Wu Sangui; arranging border peace treaties with the 
Russian court; and winning back Taiwan Island. He also stumbles upon and obtains 
for himself the hidden Qing-dynasty treasure. Further adding to his extraordinary luck, 
Xiaobao woos eight beautiful young women as wives--including the Princess of the 
Qing dynasty--nearly all of whom possess the highest gongfu skills. At the end of the 
story, Xiaobao gives up his royal titles and high positions, as well as the secret 
treasure; instead, taking the eight wives, he returns to his birthplace, the Bright 
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Spring Brothel at Yangzhou, with the clear intention of opening a new business 
utilizing the beauty of his wives (Jin 2002).  
When the novel was first published it was widely criticized by Chinese scholars 
DVGLVSOD\LQJ³PRUDOGHFOLQH´Hamm 2005, Xu 2009); yet this low-moral gongfu tale 
has somehow gained undiminished popularity throughout the Chinese-speaking 
world, with various TV-series adaptations over the years. However, it was not until 
2009 that the Shanghai Dramatic Arts Center (SDAC) staged this popular story.  
7KH6'$&¶VGHFLVLRQWRSXWRQDeer and Cauldron at that time was bold 
because gongfu had disappeared from plays after 1949 when the People¶V5HSXEOLF
was established, although it had played an important role in the early huaju 
repertoire. Gongfu had been utilized within performances to attract audiences. 
Combining modern technology and emphasizing the strength and skills of gongfu 
movements, many actors were wired to fly above the audience, or to emerge from 
fire. The combination of stylistic and traditional gongfu performances heightened the 
sensation but also the danger. On quite a few occasions the wire-strung actors 
crashed into the pillars of theatres receiving injuries, sometimes fatal (Hunt 2003). In 
addition to the safety issues, aesthetics was an important concern. Modern drama 
practitioners became more interested in the style of realism and from the early 1950s, 
when Soviet experts were invited to teach at the two theatre academies, spoken 
drama had been dominated by the theories and methods of the Stanislavski System. 
Deer and Cauldron in 2009 was the very first play about gongfu on the stage since 
the founding of the PRC.  
He Nian, GLUHFWRURIWKHSURGXFWLRQQLFNQDPHG³+RQH\RIWKH%R[2IILFH´
(piaofang mitang) for his popularity among audiences, was well aware of the dangers 
of gongfu scenes when he started the work. The ingenious aspect of this production 
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LVWKHUHPRYDORIWKH³UHDOLVP´ZLWKLQWKHgongfu scenes; in fact, apart from a very 
brief gongfu demonstration from the Kangxi Emperor, no one in this theatre 
production performs any gongfu movements. Instead, all gongfu actions are replaced 
with puppetry and mime. Direct He successfully presents a gongfu farce for the 
twenty-ILUVWFHQWXU\¶VDXGLHQFHV 
 
 
Caption: This gongfu fighting scene toward the end of the performance. Wei 
Xiaobao and the Princess are kidnapped by a pirate but the boat sinks. In 
the deep sea, the kidnapper is trying to re-capture the Princess. Xiaobao, 
far left, is pulling him back by his leg. The actors imitate swimming and 
fighting movements. Each is wearing black trousers to disguise their real 
legs from view whilst puppeteers, dressed in black costumes and hiding 
behind the actors, are manipulating their fake lower torsos to show 
swimming and acrobatics. Courtesy of SDAC.  
 
When interviewed about his inspiration behind the production, He Nian 
FRPPHQWHG³,DPQRWLQWHUHVWHGLQZLQQLQJDZDUGV,ZDQWWRDWWUDFWDQDXGLHQFH,
want everything to be fun (haowanr) so that the audience can have a hearty laugh 
(xiao´SHUVRQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ$SULO7KLVDWWLWXGHLQDQHUDZKHQ
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DZDUGVGHFLGHOHJLWLPDF\GLVSOD\VQRWRQO\+H1LDQ¶VFRQILGHQFHLQWKHSURGXFWLRQ
but also his spirit of freedom, which seems to suit the essence of this story.  
In fact, the original story has been largely rewritten to encompass the spirit of 
fun, fully incorporating theatre techniques, in particular visual imagery, verbal 
dialogue, and collective audience involvement. Since it was first staged in 2009, 
Deer and Cauldron has enjoyed the highest-ever box-office returns for the SDAC. A 
night of fun and laughter is what has been attracting audiences, who swarm to the 
theatre.  
 
Power of Laughter 
Bakhtin  
According to Aristotle, a child does not begin to laugh before the fortieth day after his 
birth, only from that moment does it become a human being; and Rabelais confirms 
$ULVWRWOH¶VIRUPXODDV³RIDOOOLYLQJFUHDWXUHVRQO\PDQLVHQGRZHGZLWKODXJKWHU´
(quoted in Bakhtin 1984, p. 68). Laughter embodies the ultimate world wisdom, and 
Bakhtin demonstrates the power of laughter in his book Rabelais and His World, the 
History of Laughter which draws comparisons between the Medieval times referred 
to by Rabelais and the modern times--in particular the Stalinist regime--that Bakhtin 
lived through. He commented that laughter was much more powerful during 
Medieval times because within the binary culture of the Middle Ages, organized 
around a serious official stratum and a laughing unofficial stratum, it was licensed 
beyond the realm of officialdom. In modern times, however, with the merger of upper 
and lower classes through the formation of the bourgeois class, the power of 
laughter is not as powerful as it once was. Still, Bakhtin emphasizes that the essence 
of carnival spirit and the power of laughter remain the same: the town fool is 
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crowned; the higher classes are mocked; to laugh truth and degrade power is the 
way to cross boundaries where people are allowed to be reborn (Bakhtin 1984, 
Jenkins 1994, Jacobson 1997).  
%DNKWLQ¶VFULWLFDOFRQFHSWRISRZHULVUHOHYDQWLQLQWHUSUHWLQJFRQWHPSRUDU\
Chinese social phenomena not only because modern Chinese political and social 
systems are modeled on the Soviet structure but also because the main body of the 
drama audience in contemporary China is the newly emergent middle-class, 
UHVSHFWLQJZKLFK%DNKWLQDVVHUWHG³WKHHVVHQFHRIFDUQLYDOVSLULWDQGWKHSRZHURI
ODXJKWHUUHPDLQWKHVDPH´7KLVSDSHUH[SORUHVWKHSRSXODULW\Rf the show through 
the power of laughter; instead of stressing political power struggles, as during the era 
RI%DNKWLQ¶VZULWLQJLWIRFXVHVRQWKHFRQWHPSRUDU\&KLQHVHXUEDQSHRSOH¶VVWUXJJOH
over the power of monetary dominance: capitalism.  
White-collar Audience  
Plays and productions flourished in the post-Mao era of the 1980s, when different 
styles and themes emerged in searching for critical cultural discourse and dialogue. 
In the post-1992 market era, however, the radical economic reform had a great 
impact on theatre companies since practitioners needed to find new ways to 
compete with the increasing growth of varieties of entertainment. The SDAC made 
its strategy clear: the modern Chinese urban youth and the newly emerged middle-
class were its target. Among over fifty productions annually, a large number were 
made to attract the so-FDOOHG³OLWWOH-white-FROODU´SURIHVVLRQDOVDQGWRUHSUHVHQWWKHLU
lives and their anxieties in the post-modern world.  
Although these little-white-collar professionals may be the envy of the larger 
part of the Chinese population--for their high educational, cultural, and economic 
capital--their life is no less of a struggle. Under the stresses of vigorous urbanization 
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and commercialization within contemporary China, most of the little-white-collar 
professionals risk losing their financial competitiveness and live under constant 
HFRQRPLFSUHVVXUH$&KLQHVHPDUNHWDQDO\VWGHVFULEHGVXFKSURIHVVLRQDOV¶
economic predicament:  
 
Why have people felt that our money is no longer worth a penny any 
more? Home ownership expenses keep shooting up [. . .] last year, the 
salary rise for individual residents of Zhejiang Province was an average 
10.4 percent, yet the private housing market went up as high as 21.7 
percent. [. . .] The increase over spending on food, clothing and medical 
services, cultural consumption and entertainment was reduced to a slim 
9.5 percent (quoted in Wang Jing 2008, p. 11).  
 
With expensive urban housing, especially in cities such as Shanghai where 
prices per square meter range from US$150 to US$2,650, most of these 
SURIHVVLRQDOVORVHWKHLUFRPSHWLWLYHQHVV7KH\DUHZLGHO\NQRZQLQ&KLQDDV³WKH
KRXVHVODYHV´DQG³FUHGLWFDUGVODYHV´,WLVQRUPDOIRUPDQ\WRWDNHPRUHWKDQRQH
job to supplement incomes. The little-white-collar professionals live under 
tremendous pressures of obeying the hierarchy of authorities and retaining their jobs, 
with the constant goal of earning higher economic capitals for both material 
satisfaction and survival. It is this capitalist hierarchical monetary power that the 
theatre production aims to challenge through comedy; it is the power of laughter that 
draws the audiences into the theatre. 
 
Laughing Truth, Degrade Power 
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According to Bakhtin, the reversal power of the carnival world is built mainly on three 
aspects: (1) grotesque imagery; (2) comic verbal compositions and various genres of 
billingsgate--curses, oaths, and popular blazons; and (3) ritual spectacles--carnival 
pageants, comic shows of the marketplace (Bakhtin 1984, p. 5).  We will examine 
each aspect, through specific scenes within the production, to illustrate how 
theatrical techniques have been worked upon to adapt the original story. This 
adaptation is to allow the little-white-collar professionals to identify themselves within 
the historical reference to maximize the challenge and mockery toward the 
contemporary authority structure, status and monetary power. 
Collapse of the Folk Hero 
Imagery provides the most direct impact to a theatre production and Bakhtin 
highlights the importance of the grotesque image in a carnival and describes it not in 
WKHQDUURZVHQVHRI³JURWHVTXH´EXWDV³H[DJJHUDWLRQK\SHUEROLVP>@DQG
H[FHVVLYHQHVV´SThis exaggerated and excessive carnival image is 
further explained by Bakhtin as the ambivalent pastiche image, the becoming-
platypus has no self-image and ultimately permits the possibility of a free license to 
become, which functions as key to the reversal of power, as it is often associated 
with earth and rebirth (Bakhtin 1984, Aschkenasy 2007, Stevens 2007).  
In the novel, Chen Jinnan, the gongfu master, has perfected gongfu powers 
WKDWFDQ³NLOORQHZLWKDIOLSRIWKHKDQG´DQGKDVDVWDEOHLPDJHZLWKDZHOO-built 
physique. In this theatre production, however, Chen is a comical figure with no sense 
of direction and never displays his gongfu skills. In scene 1, when Master Chen first 
demonstrates gongfu to Xiaobao, he rolls on his back with his legs in the air, a 
typical gongfu movement for preparing to jump upright; however, instead of arching 
his back and leaping upright, the actor rolls over to the side and uses one hand to 
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raise himself up--the easy movement inappropriate for the famous gongfu master 
produces the grotesque for the audience.  
In addition, Chen Jinnan in the play is constantly changing his appearance and 
identity giving ambivalent pastiche images unsuitable for his grand status of a gongfu 
master. In scene 3, there are four screens lined up on stage representing the Palace 
walls. Each time Chen emerges from one of the screens, he evolves into a different 
form and identity. First, he walks behind the first screen on the far left-hand side, re-
emerging as a eunuch with a completely different appearance as well as voice; the 
eunuch then disappears behind the second screen and re-emerges as a female 
palace servant; the female palace servant reappears briefly as Chen himself and 
finally disappears behind the last screen and the audience hear the sound of a 
chicken clucking and flapping away.  
$WWKHHQGRI&KHQ¶VWUDQVIRUPDWLRQV;LDREDRZKRKDVEHHQZDWFKLQJZLWK
KLJKVSLULWVVWDWHVH[FLWHGO\³LIP\PDVWHUFDQEH DFKLFNHQ,FDQEHDGXFN´%RWK
WKHFKLFNHQDQGGXFNKDYHVSHFLILFUHIHUHQFHVLQ&KLQHVHFXOWXUHWKH³FKLFNHQ´
UHIHUVWRDIHPDOHSURVWLWXWHZKLOVWWKH³GXFN´LVDPDOHRIWKHVDPHRFFXSDWLRQ,WLV
important to remember that Xiaobao was born within such a professional field, but for 
Chen Jinnan, a gongfu master with a supposedly stable image and high moral 
principles, such reference bears a clear illustration of teasing and challenging the 
conventional folk hero identity. The ambivalent pastiche image reverses power; 
through this we see an unstable and chaotic folk world in which order and discipline 
are reversed and mocked and WKH³WRZQIRRO´RIWKHPDVVHVLQWKLVFDVHWKH
DXGLHQFHLVHPSRZHUHGRU³FURZQHG´ 
Profanity towards Official Power  
Whilst the folk world of the hero collapses and is laughed at, the official orthodoxy is 
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further teased and confronted. Verbal challenge, for Bakhtin, is a site of free and 
IUDQNFRPPXQLFDWLRQFRPELQLQJ³DEXVHVFXUVHVSURIDQLWLHVDQGLPSURSULHWLHV´
(1984, p. 187). In particular, misidentification produces the most frank dialogue, 
which renders true power (Hiebert 2003). New dialogues, with contemporary 
reference, were written for this theatre production to allow the audience to identify 
the power relationships.  
In scene 2, for example, after Xiaobao in disguise as a eunuch accidentally 
bumps into the Princess and the Kangxi Emperor for the first time, without knowing 
their true identities, we hear the following conversation between Xiaobao and the 
Princess:1  
 
PRINCESS: Open your dog eyes and have a look at who I am, who I am, 
who I am!  
XIAOBAO: You have a look, who I am, who I am, who I am! [Shouting 
ZLWKHPSKDVLVSODFHGRQ³,´.]  
PRINCESS: How could I know who you are?  
;,$2%$2<RXGRQ¶WNQRZZKR,Dm; why should I know who you are?  
PRINCESS: You rotten eunuch.  
XIAOBAO: You rotten palace female servant.  
PRINCESS: You call me a palace female servant? [The Princess turns to 
look at the audience in disbelief.]  
XIAOBAO: So? [They sit opposite to each other, far apart. Xiaobao crawls 
towards the Princess slowly whilst speaking in a teasing way.] Rotten 
palace female servant, stinky palace female servant, despicable palace 
female servant.  
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PRINCESS: Even if you do not know my face, you should recognize me 
from my extravagant dress.  
XIAOBAO: Beautiful dress, flat chest.  
PRINCESS: You! [Pointing at Xiaobao.]  
XIAOBAO: You what? [Pushes her fingers away hard.] I hate people 
pointing at me.  
PRINCESS: You dare to push me! 
XIAOBAO: Push you, so what? I will kick you! [.LFNVWKH3ULQFHVV¶V
bottom.]  
PRINCESS: You dare to kick me! [Thinks for a while.] Do you dare to slap 
me? Do you dare? Do you dare? If you are a man, slap me here. [Pointing 
at her own face.]  
XIAOBAO: This is terribly contemptibleʽHere is the slap! [Hard slap on 
WKH3ULQFHVV¶VIDFH]  
PRINCESS: [In disbelief, but shouting in excitement.] This is 
extraordinarily satisfactory! Someone has slapped me! This feels 
extraordinarily good!  
 
In the official world, the individual is constantly judged by their social and economic 
VWDWXVWKHFRQFHSWRI³ZKRDUH\RX´FRQVWUXFWVRUGHUDQGSRZHU6XFKDEXOO\LQJ
official figure is nothing new to the contemporary little-white-collar professionals. The 
demand to obey authority comes with not only authoritative position but also material 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ³HYHQLI\RXGRQRWNQRZP\IDFH\RXVKRXOGUHFRJQL]HPHIURPP\
H[WUDYDJDQWGUHVV´)URPWKHYLGHRDXGLHQFHODXJKWHUVKRZVWKDWWKHUHIHUHQFHWR
the reality was well received. On the stage, Xiaobao acted what these people wanted 
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to say or to do. Instead of being willing to recognize authority through material brand, 
KHFRQWLQXHVWRGHI\WKHSRZHUYHUEDOO\³([WUDYDJDQWGUHVV´SURPSWVWKHUHSO\RI
³EHDXWLIXOGUHVVIODWFKHVW´DOORZLQJWKHDXGLHQFHWRIXUWKHULGentify the bullying figure 
from the distant past with the present, but also to divert material advantage into 
modern physical aesthetic attractiveness. The audience laughs throughout this scene. 
;LDREDR¶VYHUEDODEXVHVFXUVHVSURIDQLWLHVDQGLPSURSULHWLes toward the Princess 
generate laughter, which challenges and reverses the power of status and material.  
The challenge to the official world does not stop here, but is rather pushed 
towards the height of the pivotal power representation: the Emperor. Misrepresented 
identity lasts for a short while between Xiaobao and the Emperor. Once the true 
identity of the Emperor has been revealed, utter respect and obedience are 
immediately restored--with the one exception of when Xiaobao swears in his local 
dialect. After the restoration of normal power relations, Xiaobao constantly curses 
ZLWKKLVIDYRULWHSKUDVHRI³I\RXUPRWKHU´LQWKH<DQJ]KRXGLDOHFWZKLFKWKH
Kangxi Emperor does not comprehend. Xiaobao certainly takes advantage and uses 
this to his own ends. In scene 5, when the Emperor curiously enquires about the 
PHDQLQJRIWKLVSKUDVH;LDREDR³LQJHQLRXVO\´UHSOLHVWKDWLWPHDQV³,OLNH\RX´ZKLFK
leads to the Emperor imitating this phrase to Xiaobao, and Xiaobao replying with the 
same vigor. This exchange continues back and forth quite a few times until Xiaobao 
LQVLVWV³OHW¶VQRWRYHU-IODWWHURXUVHOYHV´7KHDXGLHQFHODXJKVDWWKHVHYHUEDO
H[FKDQJHVODXJKLQJDW;LDREDR¶VLQJHQXLW\LQPRFNLQJDQGIUHHLQJKLPVHOIIURPWKH
most rigid hierarchical power and order of the official world, generating revival and 
release through laughter.  
Collective Defiance  
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The most important aspect of carnival according to Bakhtin is the market, where the 
participants could experience their collectivity:  
 
The carnivalesque crowd in the marketplace or in the streets is not merely 
a crowd. It is the people as a whole, but organized in their own way, the 
way of the people. It is outside of and contrary to all existing forms of the 
coercive socioeconomic and political organization, which is suspended for 
the time of the festivity (1984, p. 154).   
 
Although theatre differs from an open space market, the two share the similarity 
of collectivity and community space, through which a high level of interaction 
between the actors and their audiences in the production make the carnivalesque 
market sphere possible. Throughout the performance, Xiaobao discusses his inner 
thoughts with the audience to ³confess´ his motivations and desires. In a few scenes, 
the actors walk and perform amongst the audience, having simultaneous dialogue 
with individuals, thus breaking down the conventional stage sphere (as a higher 
platform in distance) and turning the theatre into a market space. In scene 6, for 
example, Chen Jinnan has once again lost his way and appears within the 
auditorium. The following dialogue transcribed from the video also shows the 
interactions between audiences and the actor in parentheses:   
 
CHEN: Greetings everyone. May anyone tell me how to get to the Western 
Gate? 
[Laughs can be heard. The actor points at one audience member as if he 
has given Chen the direction.]  
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CHEN: Going forward? Many thanks!  
[Bows, walks in front of the front row, looks very tired. Stops by an audience 
member.]  
CHEN: Grand gongfu master, do you happen to be carrying a few plums, 
pomegranates, pears, or any kind of fruit, which you might give to me as a 
present so I may fill my hungry belly. I am so hungry! Do you have any? 
AUDIENCE: There is one steamed dumpling.  
CHEN: Great! Give it to me! 
[Reaches out with both hands. The audience member puts his bag in 
&KHQ¶VKDQGVEXWVZLIWO\WDNHVLWEDFN.]  
CHEN: [Appearing upset, steps back, looks at the audience.] Grand gongfu 
master is teasing me. 
[Audience laughs.]   
CHEN: [Continues to walk forward, and stops in front of another audience 
member.] Grand gongfu fighter, you have a great physique. You are 
exceptional material for gongfu training. Do you desire to join our Heaven 
and Earth Society? 
[The audience member stands up, shakes hands with the actor, bows and 
laughs without saying anything. Whilst he is sitting down, a female audience 
member sitting next to him says loudly³+HLVDOUHDG\PDUULHG´Audience 
laughs. Actor takes one step back, looks at the female audience member 
sideways, trying to hide his own smile.]  
CHEN: [He] can still join the Society even being married!  
[Audience laughs more loudly.]  
CHEN: [Continues talking@2.\RXDUHZLOOLQJWR« 
Chapter Seven-16 
 
[The same female interrupts by shouting³1RI DPQRWZLOOLQJ´Laughter 
from the audience as well as the actor.]  
 
,QWKLV³PDUNHW´VSKHUH&KHQ-LQQDQKDGGLIILFXOWLHVLQUHFUXLWLQJDQ\RQHWRMRLQKLV
PDUWLDODUWVRFLHW\WKHZLIHRIWKHFDQGLGDWHRSHQO\FKDOOHQJHGKLPZLWK³I am not 
ZLOOLQJ´DQG&KHQZDVODXJKHGDWFROOHFWLYHO\ Such powerful defiance could only 
exist in such carnivalesque market spheres. In reality, due to financial pressure, the 
little-white-collars have very few options but are keen to be recruited into a large 
company. It is certainly not possible for a famil\PHPEHUWRVD\³I DPQRWZLOOLQJ´WR
the face of the company director, although many would have desired to express such 
GHILDQFH³/DXJKLQJWUXWKGHJUDGHSRZHU´WKHLQGLYLGXDOVJDLQUHYLYDODQGUHELUWK 
 
Only Laughing 
Deer and Cauldron 
It is interesting that even the most fervent fans of Deer and Cauldron struggle to 
understand the meaning of the title. There is no obvious link between the title and 
the content of the story. However, at the beginning of -LQ<RQJ¶V novel series there is 
a brief yet specific reference to the meaning of the title and the story. A young boy, 
witnessing a group of arrestees on their way to be executed, asks his father the 
reasons for their execution, and the father and son have the following conversation. 
³,W´LQWKHIROORZLQJSDVVDJHUHIHUVWR³WKHPLJKW\SRZHU´ 
 
³,WLVWKHNQLIHDQG,DPWKHPHDWLWLVWKHFDXOGURQ2 DQG,DPWKHGHHU´WKH
IDWKHUVSHDNV³)DWKHU\RXWDXJKWPHWKHRWKHUGD\WKLVPHDQVZHDUHWR
EH VODXJKWHUHG E\ LW´ WKH \RXQJ ER\ VDLG ³7KDW LV FRUUHFW´ 7KH IDWKHU
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UHSOLHV ³'HHU WKRXJKELJ LVDSHDFHIXOEHDVW:KHQ LWZDQWV WRHDW WKH
deer, all the deer could do is to run away, or be eaten. Deer symbolizes 
the mass people in the world. All mass people are kind, they are 
SRZHUOHVVLQIURQWRILWWKH\DUHLQHYLWDEO\EXOOLHGE\LW´-LQ<RQJSS
5-6).  
 
In order to obtain power, there is the inevitable requirement to kill--physically 
and metaphorically. The mass population are the ultimate victims. The concept of 
power is open for interpretation hence difficult to articulate. Whilst many have 
referred to it as political constraint, in this production staged in new millennium China 
I interpret it as monetary power: capitalism. It is this power that has become the most 
constraining system that is dominating contemporary China and the world. The 
gentle deer may defy such system through laughter; is it able to survive the 
metaphorical killing of the power of capitalism?  
)ULHGULFK1LHW]VFKHIDPRXVO\DQQRXQFHG³*RGLVGHDG´LQWKHQLQHWHHQWK
FHQWXU\:HVWDQGLWLVQRH[DJJHUDWLRQWRSURQRXQFHWKH³GHDWKRIPRUDOLW\´LQ
contemporary China. Since the launch of market reform in 1979, individual desire of 
obtaining the power of monetary capital has been encouraged to its maximum and 
has been granted the political correctness. Everyone remembers the paramount 
OHDGHU'HQJ;LDRSLQJ¶VIDPRXVVORJDQ³/HWVRPH SHRSOHJHWULFKILUVW´&KLQDPD\
have left behind the fervent Maoist political era, but has also abandoned the socialist 
value of collective power and monetary equality. Niall Ferguson wrote in Civilization, 
challenging the decline of contemporary ChinesHPRUDOLW\WKDW³3HRSOHDUH
struggling to cope with a startlingly fast social transition from communism to 
capitalism; trust is in short supply; government corruption is rife, business 
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counterparties cheat; workers steal from their employers; young women marry and 
then vanish with hard-earned dowries; baby food is knowingly produced with toxic 
LQJUHGLHQWVVFKRROEXLOGLQJVDUHFRQVWUXFWHGZLWKGHIHFWLYHPDWHULDOV´S
China is developing with an unquenchable desire of obtaining capital power and 
experiencing increasingly declining morality (Dirlik and Zhang 2000, Kleinman et al. 
2011).  
This struggle for morality is exactly how Marx has described capitalism as 
KDYLQJ³GURZQHGWKHPRVWKHDYHQO\HFVWDVLHVRIUHOLJLRXVIHUYRURIFKLYDOURXV
enthusiasms, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistical calculation. It 
has resolved personal worth into exchange value, and in place of the numberless 
indefeasible chartered freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom--
)UHH7UDGH´0DU[DQG(QJHOVS6WXDUW+DOOVWDWHVWKDW³WKHPDUNHW´
is the very life-blood of capitalism (1996, p. 36), which accelerated at full speed in 
contemporary China since 1992.  
If morality is the human soul, is it possible to say that the death of morality 
signifies entrapment of the deer under the capitalist system introduced into China 
since 1992? If so, what role does laughter play here? I suggest that the power of 
laughter is most powerful when it aims at, not the power structure, but the mockery 
of the individuals themselves.  
Laughing at Oneself  
This production has in fact probed the fun of each individual, to allow audiences to 
relate themselves within the story, to laugh at the power of material, but ultimately to 
laugh at themselves--the imprisoned slaves of such power. In scene 1, after Chen 
Jinnan discovers his own members of the Heaven and Earth Society have betrayed 
KLPE\MRLQLQJDGLIIHUHQWJURXS&KHQZDQWVWR³FOHDUWKHFODQ´:HKDYHWKH
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following conversation between Chen and the traitors who are reasoning why they 
have betrayed the society, along with Xiaobao eagerly inserting his opinion. Once 
again, the theatrical script is written with the contemporary little-white-collar 
professionals in mind.  
 
CHEN: [To the traitors] So you have all joined the Magic Dragon Gongfu 
Society?!  
XIAOBAO: [To Chen] I heard Magic Dragon was recruiting a few days ago; 
anyone who knows gongfu can join and will be given two ounces of silver-
-LW¶VDVKDPHWKDW,GRQ¶WNQRZgongfu.  
CHEN: [To the traitors] So you betrayed me and joined them just for a 
little more money?  
TRAITOR ONE: Not a little more, but a lot more.  
TRAITOR TWO: There is even holiday pay and travel allowance.  
TRAITOR THREE: Every month there is a bonus.  
TRAITOR FOUR: So long as a receipt is produced, the fee is reimbursed. 
Such generous pay, how could anyone resist!  
TRAITOR ONE: Master, we have followed you for so many years, fighting 
for the revival of the Ming Dynasty, but nothing has been achieved!  
TRAITORS TWO AND THREE: Master, we know you have high morals, 
and we would very much hope to have the same high morals as yourself.  
TRAITORS [Together@%XWZHMXVWFDQ¶W 
CHEN: [Turning his back to the traitors@$OOULJKWGRQ¶WWKHQ)URPQRZRQ
witnessed by heaven and earth [All the traitors begin to exit] these people 
ZLOOKDYHQRWKLQJWRGRZLWKWKH+HDYHQDQG(DUWK6RFLHW\'RQ¶WEHJPH
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even if you beg me, I will not have you again. Go away, you all go away, 
go, go!  
XIAOBAO: They have already gone.  
CHEN: [Turning around sharply] What!  
 
In the above scene, Xiaobao speaks directly to the audience: instead of criticizing 
the traitors for low morality, he laments his own inability to join such a lucrative 
profession. The little-white-collar professionals, making up the majority of the 
6'$&¶VDXGLHQFHFRuld no doubt associate themselves with the traitors. In 
conventional Chinese Confucian society, loyalty from the employees and 
benevolence and care from the employers are mutual moral ties; under Mao, loyalty 
to the party meant that lifelong social welfare was provided to employees within 
urban cities; in contemporary China, however, to jump between different jobs is the 
norm and money has become the only standard of value. Most of the audience 
would have shared the experience of surrendering loyalty and faith for financial 
opportunities. The roars of collective laughter on this occasion are directed not only 
at the reversed order and authority, represented here by powerless Chen, but more 
so at the powerless self who has been relentlessly drawn into such a maelstrom of 
capitalism. To laugh at the helpless self has become the only means, and yet a most 
powerful method, of gaining temporary self-revival and rebirth.  
The Alternative? 
Bakhtin VWDWHVWKDWWKHZRUOGRIFDUQLYDO³EXLOGVLWVRZQZRUOGYHUVXVWKHofficial world, 
LWVRZQFKXUFKYHUVXVWKHRIILFLDOFKXUFKLWVRZQVWDWHYHUVXVWKHRIILFLDOVWDWH´
p. 88). After hearty laughter through Deer and Cauldron towards the conventional 
folk hero and the official power, the question is: What alternative world is this carnival 
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sphere trying to create? The answer seems to lie in traditional Chinese Confucian 
morality based on righteousness, loyalty and love, namely yi.  
Yi is a difficult concept to explain and translate. Yi has many different meanings 
all of which are linked with the concept of xia; one often hears the collective referral 
xiayi. The concept of xia is traced back to the late Warring States period (475-211 
BC), associated with values of Confucianism. During that chaotic era scholars were 
urged to protect and uphold justice for the people, both through civil and martial 
approaches, referred to as xia. The normal translation of xia is knight-errant, 
however, in Chinese xia does not have the connotation of romance as the word in 
the Medieval literature. Xia refers to both physical and spiritual bravery, and at the 
spiritual level xia joins yi, and xiayi became one word meaning warm-hearted, 
protecting social justice and moral standards. Meanwhile yi has two basic levels: the 
grand yi, which is justice for the nation, often referred to as being patriotic; while the 
other level is devotion to friends. Both levels of yi emphasize loyalty. Despite the 
complexity, the basic value of yi is based on love, loyalty and humanity (Xu 2009, 
Wang Li 2011, Song 2012).  
7KHUHDVRQVIRU;LDREDR¶VH[WUHPHSRSXODULW\VLQFHKLVILUVWFUHDWLRQOLHLQKLV
practice of the conventional social morality, namely yi. In scene 1, when Xiaobao is 
invited persistently by Chen Jinnan to join the Heaven and Earth Society, Xiaobao 
rejects such requests, reasoning that he did not know gongfu. To this, Chen replies: 
³,QWKLVZRUOG\RXFRQTXHUQRWWKURXJKgongfu but yi´DQGHPSKDVL]HVWKDW;LDREDR
has yi. When the Kangxi Emperor laughs aW;LDREDR¶VORZgongfu skills, Xiaobao 
FKDOOHQJHVVXFKFRPPHQWZLWKWKHVDPHFRQILGHQFH³,QWKLVZRUOGLWLVQRWgongfu 
skill but yi WKDWFRQTXHUV´ 
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;LDREDR¶VH[WUHPHSRSXODULW\DQGH[WUDRUGLQDU\³OXFN´GHULYHIURPKLVyi. 
Although Xiaobao pursues money with enthusiasm, once he has money he shares it 
generously with his friends and staff. At the end of the theatrical storyline, even 
though he had located a secret treasure, Xiaobao abandons the plan for excavation 
DQGLQVWHDGGLVDSSHDUVWRWKH³IDUFRUQHU RIWKHZRUOG´+HNHHSVKLVZRUGDQGLV
loyal to his friends even when facing ultimate death. It is yi that gives him allies, not 
money; and it is yi WKDWVDYHV;LDREDR¶VOLIHDWFULWLFDOPRPHQWV In scene 5, both 
Chen Jinnan and the Kangxi Emperor order Wei Xiaobao to kill the other party, 
Xiaobao refuses such requests and we hear the following conversation--switching 
spotlights make clear that they are talking in separate time and space, although the 
three actors appear on the stage at the same time.  
 
CHEN: I order you to kill the Kangxi Emperor. He is an alien Tartar. We 
need to revive China.  
XIAOBAO: I cannot. He is my brother!  
KANGXI: I order you to kill Chen Jinnan, the leader of the gongfu branch 
Heaven and Earth Society and eliminate the entire society. They are the 
terrorists of our nation.  
XIAOBAO: I cannot. Chen Jinnan is my master!  
CHEN: Are you not afraid I will kill you with a flip of my palm?  
KANGXI: Are you not afraid I will give an order to have you killed? 
XIAOBAO: Please do kill me.  
CHEN: All right then, I will satisfy you.  
[Xiaobao screams; stage lighting to black-out.]  
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Of course, Xiaobao is not killed, as Chen Jinnan is touched by his yi and spares 
his life. It is yi, in particular the ability to abandon money for yi, which touches the 
hearts of the audience and gives the character undiminished popularity.  
In both the novel and the play, Xiaobao is portrayed as a person who acquired 
yi through many hours of listening to traditional stories such as The Three Kingdoms 
and The Water Margin when he was growing up; he has fully been ingrained with the 
essence of traditional Chinese value and morality, yi (Jin 2002, Jia 2004, Kong 2005). 
It is this traditional value and morality that are lacking in contemporary China and are 
turned toward by this theatre production as the alternative--the value and morality 
people need but at the same time, paradoxically, cannot possess.  
In this theatre production, the values of yi, those of love, loyalty and 
righteousness, are further emphasized and maximized. In the novel, the Emperor 
purposely marries his younger sister--the Princess--off to his enemy, after 
discovering that the Princess was not born by his mother. However, in the theatre 
production the Emperor fights in person to rescue his sister from the secret gongfu 
society and never stops searching for her because of sibling love. In the novel, the 
most famous aspect of the story is that Wei Xiaobao takes his eight wives to his 
birthplace in Yangzhou, with the clear intention of utilizing their beauty to open a new 
brothel business. In the theatre production, however, Xiaobao is the loyal lover, with 
eyes and heart only for the Princess. Such a strong emphasis on yi serves as the 
alternative rule, which challenges the strong grip over the individual by the capitalist 
system in contemporary China and the world.  
Utopia 
Despite such an alternative, Bakhtin continuously pointed out the limitation of 
ODXJKWHUDV³XWRSLD´SS,QWKLVWKHDWUHSURGXFWLRQDIWHUDQLJKW
Chapter Seven-24 
 
of hearty laughter mocking the folk and the official power, the capitalist system and 
oneself, the show ends with ultimate contentment received from total social 
withdrawal. In the final scene, palace officials report to the Kangxi Emperor that they 
have found evidence of Xiaobao and the Princess being together, wandering at the 
far corner of the world. The show ends with the audience seeing Xiaobao and the 
Princess standing side by side in a small boat; Xiaobao is pushing the boat with a 
long bamboo pole, and the Princess is heavily pregnant.  
 
PRINCESS: Father of the child, have we found the corner of the world?  
XIAOBAO: We are nearly there.  
PRINCESS: Once we are there, what are we going to do?  
XIAOBAO: Well, I will tell you stories everyday, and tell you how beautiful 
you are everyday. We will stay there together forever.  
 
The world that the audience has laughed at remains the same; the ultimate way 
for Xiaobao to maintain yi--love, loyalty and humanity--is at WKH³FRUQHURIWKHZRUOG´
with one wife and no monetary source mentioned. This ending seems to convey a 
VHQVHRIKHOSOHVVQHVVDQGTXHVWLRQVWKHIDWHRIWKH³GHHU´,VLWLQHYLWDEOHIRUWKH
deer to be captured and placed within the power of the capitalist cauldron? Could 
there be an alternative other than a utopian dream?  
-DFREVRQVXPPDUL]HV%DNKWLQ¶VXWRSLDQFRQFHSWRIODXJKWHUVXFFLQFWO\
DOWKRXJKZLWKDWUDFHRISHVVLPLVP³+RVWLOLW\DQGDJJUHVVLRQLVRXUEHJLQQLQJ
Comedy cannot hope to change that. But by making a play of our incorrigible 
combativeness, it propitiates it, harmonizes us with it. And more than that, reminds 
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us of our inexhaustible capacity to evade the burden of sympathy and the 
FRPSXOVLRQWRVXIIHU´S.  
 
Conclusion  
This paper examines the extreme popularity of The Story of the Deer and the 
Cauldron by the SDAC. It has argued that this popularity lies in the ingenious ability 
of the Director He Nian to adapt the original story--with new dialogue and visual 
feats--to maximize WKHSRZHURIODXJKWHU%DVHGRQ%DNKWLQ¶VFULWLTXHRQWKHSRZHU
RIODXJKWHUEXWPRYLQJEH\RQGWKHHUDRISROLWLFDOUHSUHVVLRQUHIHUUHGWRLQ%DNKWLQ¶V
writing, this paper places the contemporary background of capitalism as the focus of 
power struggle, arguing the necessity and limitation of laughter.  
One night of laughter provides little-white-collar professionals with a moment of 
laughing truth and degrading power. Such defiance is not only directed at the power 
VWUXFWXUHEXWDWWKHLQGLYLGXDOV¶UHOHQWOess and helpless selves caught within the 
cauldron of capitalist power. Laughter has become the most powerful--but also the 
only--mechanism to serve the individual as a crucial device to defy and self-renew, 
even though such revival occurs only temporarily within the dark space of theatre. It 
is such power that generates the popularity of the production amongst the urban 
³OLWWOH-white-FROODU´SURIHVVLRQDOV 
It was therefore no surprise that the next production by He Nian and the SDAC, 
GHEXWHGLQ$SULOZDV0DU[¶VDas Kapital by Yu Rongjun, the playwright and 
also the Deputy Manager of the SDAC. Using satire and laughter, Das Kapital 
explores the questions of materialism and morality further, causing another 
sensation amongst the urban little-white-collar professionals, and becoming yet 
another groundbreaking theatrical production.  
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1
 The transcription of the dialogues in this chapter was taken from the video kindly offered by the 
Shanghai Dramatic Arts Center. I include the live interaction between audiences and actors in the 
passages.  
2
 Cauldron in Chinese culture symbolizes the imperial power, and to obtain power one must kill (the 
deer).  
